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President Carlos Menem's recent praise of the armed forces' behavior during the "dirty war" of
the 1970s and 1980s has brought the wrath of human rights groups, which are outraged that the
president would excuse the military's role in the torture, disappearance, and deaths of thousands
of Argentines. One group, the Asamblea Permanente por los Derechos Humanos (APDH), has
expelled Menem from the organization, charging that his comments are incompatible with the aims
of the organization. In mid-October, President Menem endorsed the proposed promotion of two
navy captains, accused by human rights groups of torturing prisoners in the anti-guerrilla campaign
during the military juntas of 1976-1983.
Before the two officers testified before a special Senate commission during proceedings to consider
their promotions, Menem urged the congress "not to look back" at the bloody repression of the past,
but to get on with healing wounds and unifying the country. However, the Senate turned down the
officers' bid for promotion after the two men admitted that they knew prisoners had been tortured
by the military to gain information and that they had personally participated in torture sessions.
One week later, on Nov. 2, the president stunned many Argentines by praising the military's role
during the 1970s and 1980s. "It was thanks to the presence of the armed forces...that we fought and
triumphed in the dirty war which took our community to the brink of collapse," said Menem.
The president said that his own imprisonment by those same military forces gave him "more
authority than many to talk about this." Human rights groups reacted furiously to what they
considered Menem's attempt to whitewash the military's bloody past. Hebe Bonafini, the
president of the Asociacion de las Madres de Plaza de Mayo, the organization of families of
persons disappeared by the military government during the "dirty war," warned that conditions
in Argentina were ripe for the return of repression and violence. Bonafini stated that apart from
Menem's comments, there was other evidence to support her fears. She cited the appointment of
Olimpo Garay as head of the prison system. Garay, who had once headed the dreaded detention
camps during the repressive "dirty war," was forced to resign his new post after the prisoners held a
hunger strike to protest his appointment. On Nov. 4, the human rights organization APDH expelled
Menem from the organization for "vindicating torture, murder, exile, stealing children, and many
other crimes against humanity."
APDH leader Alfredo Bravo said that Menem's continued participation in the organization could not
be tolerated given his defense of the armed forces that "were engaged in state-sponsored terrorism."
Some political analysts have suggested that Menem's praise of the armed forces was an effort to
neutralize the growing discontent within the military over low salaries and the senate's refusal to
promote the two navy officers. Menem, however, rejected this view, saying that his relations with
the miliary were excellent and that "there is absolute tranquillity in the armed forces."
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